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Africa’s second-largest economy seeks to get back on the road to growth 
South Africa is Africa’s second largest economy, trailing only Nigeria. According to the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF), South Africa’s 2014 GDP totaled US$341 billion with its well-
developed mining sector contributing about six percent to national production. While mining’s 
contribution to GDP has fallen from about 20 percent in 1970, South Africa is still the world’s 
largest producer of platinum, and it still exports considerable amounts of gold, chromium, and 
diamonds. 
“The last business forum the South African High Commission hosted focused purely on the 
mining industry,” said Hazel Ngubeni, the South African High Commissioner to Singapore. “I 
broke the nine provinces down and disseminated the information to potential investors in 
Singapore by indicating in which provinces the respective minerals are known to be located. For 
example, there is gold, chrome, palladium, iron ore as well as various other minerals. South 
Africa is also known to have large coal deposits. 
“My mandate is to attract Foreign Direct Investments (FDI) from South East Asia to South Africa. 
I also monitor the ASEAN region and see if I can have dialogues with academic institutions and 
get the educators to consider tenures and stints in South Africa. Education is one of the 
weaknesses that needs to be addressed urgently, and we want to change and improve the way 
things work in South Africa.” 
Dealing with load shedding and 
unemployment  
The High Commissioner, who took up her current post in April 2013, was speaking at a recent 
SMU Wee Kim Wee Centre event, “Transformational changes in the global environment”. Among 
the things she is working on changing in South Africa includes problems that she feels a 
resource-rich country such as hers should not be facing: high unemployment (25 percent), labour 
unrest, and most importantly, power cuts. 
“The factor that is staring at us in the face is energy – you cannot sell business if you cannot sort 
out your energy supply,” she mused, referring to the scheduled blackouts that South African 
power utility, Eskom, imposed in November 2014. Known as “load shedding”, it is described on 
Eskom’s website as what happens “(w)hen there is not enough electricity available to meet the 
demand from all Eskom customers, it could be necessary to interrupt supply to certain areas”. 
It is not the first time this has happened: load shedding first took place in 2008, costing the 
country billions of rand in lost economic production. That happened at around the same time as 
the Global Financial Crisis, which coincided with a sharp rise in global food and fuel prices. South 
Africa went into recession while Nigeria, buoyed by skyrocketing oil prices, took over its spot as 
the biggest economy on the continent. 
“The street where I lived was clean, but the minute I got to the main road, I found people begging 
and loitering,” the High Commissioner recalls of the recession in South Africa. “The gap between 
the haves and have-nots was too large to ignore. I couldn’t look the other way, so I asked the 
President (Jacob Zuma), ‘Why aren’t our economic plans working?’” 
She continued, “We got round to discussing the kinds of envoys that were sent overseas, and the 
questions were asked: Can they discuss with businessmen what was needed? Can they bring 
the bacon home, so to speak? It was decided we needed diplomats who could do more than talk 
about Nelson Mandela. He is our icon, he will always be with us. If we are to honour his memory, 
we must help him create the Africa that he and others envisioned whilst in prison.” 
Remaking the economy  
The High Commissioner, who ran her own occupational health company before she was 
appointed to her current post, described how her government is working to overcome the 
country’s economic obstacles. 
"Instead of bringing one student to Singapore, we’d rather take one lecturer to 
South Africa and get a few hundred pupils in a class to be taught by the 
lecturer." 
“If you have a skills deficit, you either import those skills or you make sure your people have 
those skills,” she said, referring to the education system. “In Singapore, you had a Colombo 
system that fast-tracked civil servants to develop critical manpower and address administration 
needs. This is what South Africa is doing now. 
“We have sent about 100 students to Denmark to study how to develop fish farming skills. To 
Cuba, we have sent medical students. China’s universities host South African students who are 
keen to develop engineering skills. We send students to countries where they can help us learn 
relevant skills.” 
She added, “It is a known fact that closing the education gap is one way of lifting the economy, 
and Singapore has an abundance of qualified people. We are liaising with the Civil Service 
College to get these lecturers and the retired teachers who are still capable of teaching over to 
South Africa. Instead of bringing one student to Singapore, we’d rather take one lecturer to South 
Africa and get a few hundred pupils in a class to be taught by the lecturer.” 
Since it experienced slowing growth towards the end of 2013 and a recession in early 2014, 
South Africa has recovered to post a 1.4 percent year-on-year growth for Q3 2014. The country’s 
GDP has nearly tripled post-Apartheid, but the United Nations estimate that about a quarter of its 
citizens (13 million) still live on less than US$1.25 a day. Its GDP per capita of around 
US$12,000 puts it in the neighbourhood of China, but the High Commissioner believes the 
country is not moving fast enough to keep up with international competition. 
“I would like our leaders to engage a little quicker, be quicker on the uptake,” she urged. “Maybe 
I’m too impatient, but I feel that the change need not take that long. The improvement and 
development need not take that long: education, governance, infrastructure etc. 
“I’m wondering, ‘Are we doing the right thing? Is there something that we are doing that’s 
hampering our progress?’ If this is so, are we mature enough to say so? Our leaders need to 
leave the emotion out of the decision-making.” 
  
 
